This book examines moral issues in public and private life from a religious but not a devotional perspective. Rather than seeking to prove that one belief system or moral stance is right, it undertakes to help readers more fully understand the effect of religious beliefs and practices on ways of conceiving and addressing moral questions, without having to accept or reject any specific religious outlook. It shows how the similarities between religions and the differences within one religion are more important than the reverse. The book asks:
Preface xx to pluralism and freedom of conscience and our self-concepts as morally and intellectually responsible agents? -How can we integrate our religious commitments with our choices in our work lives?
The Summary of Contents provides a general idea of the themes and organization of the book. Each chapter begins with a brief, more specific statement of the burden of each.
The organization and content of the more than 100 (highly edited and carefully focused) selections chosen and the notes accompanying them necessarily manifest particular understandings of the questions and authors considered and the subjectivity of my own judgments. In light of the variety and inherent particularity of religious experiences, the demands of accuracy of portrayal and depth of understanding can only be partially satisfied. Indeed, many would avow the impossibility of succeeding in the effort to which I have set myself. I hope that, in the end, if I have not disproved the truth of that belief, I will not have provided an exhibit in support of it either. I have sought neither to hide nor trumpet my own views, and to avoid the polemics and polarization so prevalent in the field. Where a writing does manifest such qualities, I have used it in the hope of fostering an understanding of the bases of such passion, as well as of the ways in which it energizes (in others) negative responses. I have striven primarily to evoke my readers' considered judgments rather than to persuade them of the wisdom of mine.
A cautionary thought at the outset: There is no significant word in this arena that is not fraught with contested meanings and does not generate wide-ranging deeply felt associations. I will use the word religion to describe outlooks, practices, and beliefs that are experienced as grounded in that which transcends the natural world.
1 So, baseball is not, in my lexicon, a religion, no matter how important a role it plays in one's life; nor is Marxism, utilitarianism, or the philosophy of Ayn Rand, and "worshiping wealth" is not a religion if the term is used in its usual metaphoric sense, although -to take an especially well-known primal account -to forge a lump of gold into the shape of a calf and treat it as having transcendent power would be to engage in a religious practice. This is not primarily a reference book. I have not introduced citations to the extensive literature further illuminating (and complicating) the questions addressed or pursuing relevant tangents to them. Footnotes are especially sparse, and most elisions are not marked by dots, the inclusion of which is no assurance against distortion of authorial intention and, in my experience, contributes to a significant loss of focus in reading. The curious or skeptical reader can readily consult the source.
